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Antecedents of Low Vocational ldentity In College Students
This study represents two years of research on the development of the
Low Vocational Identity Antecedents Scale (LVIAS), almed at Identifying
I1fe history antecedents of persons arriving at college with extremely
low vocational identity. The paper will outline the scale's
development, Its psychometric properties, and its utility for future
research. Also stressed will be the Imp!lications of the findings for
preventive and developmental Interventions with primary and secondary

schoo! students.
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Antecedents of Lo Vocational Identity in College Students

Vocatlonal Identity and 1ts effects on the career dec Islon-mak Ing
process Is a falrly new research topic in the career development
| Iterature. According to Holland, Gottfredson, and Power (1980)
vocatlonal Identity Is "the possession of a clear and stable plcture of
one's goals, Interests, and talents." Slaney (1986) also conslders
values, attitudes, and |ife history as Identity Issues, an from a
vocational development point of view, ‘ocational Identity is most
closely assoclated with the crystallization of occupational cholces
(Crites, 1969; S5avickas, 1985),

The majority o“ research related to vocational Ident ity has focused
on career decidedness, especlally career Indecision. According to
Graef, Wells, Hyland, and Muchinsky (1985), low vocational Identity Is a
major Interactive component of career indecision. Holland and Holland
(1977) found that vocational lndec!;lveness correlated with low
vocational [dentity, and that decided and undec ided students differed In
thelr sense of vocational identity.

While some previous research on career Indecislion has focused on
differentiating decided and undecided student groups (Fuqua et. al,
1983; Osipow et. al, 1985; and Salomone, 1982), other research has
focused on differentiating vocationally undecided students into
categorical subtypes (Barak & Friedkes, 1981; Jones & Chenery, 1980),
Holland et. al (1977) emphasized +he Importance cf viewing the undecided
student group as heterogeneous. Glven this perspective, Individuals

possessing low vocational Identity should be differentially diagnosed
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and trezted In counseling Instead of belng classifled Into a single
treatment group (Fuqua et. al, 1985).

Although the majorlty of current research In career indeclslon has
concentrated on c lass|fying and categorlzing vocationally undecided and
Indecislive clients, some studies have taken the approach of
Investigating life history antecedents of career indecision In order to
dliscover what psychological, behavioral, and life history patterns
relate to career Indecision (Glanakos et. al, 1986; Graef et. al, 1985;
Lopez & Andrews, 1987; and Osipow, Carney, & Barak, 1976). Parallel
research Identifying sources of low vocational Identity has been |imited
(Graef et al, 1985). Most of the research related specifically to
vocatlonal Identity has focused on personality and achievement varlables
correlated with high or low vocat.onal ldentity (Henkels, Spokane, &

Hof fman, 1981; Holland et. al, 1980). As well, |Imited research has
focused on spec!fic career counseling Interventions for cllents with low
vocational Identity (Henkels et. al 1981; Heppner & Krieshok, 1983; and
Krieshok, 1982).

With the emphasis on preventive and developmental interventions, It
becomes Important to identify precipitating events that might lead to
low vocational identity In order to better understand the nature of the
problem, to Identify persons at risk, and to develop strategles that
will ald cllents In defining and applying their vocational self-concept
to the myriad of occupational roles avallable to them. Life history
patterns and characteristics typical of persons developing very low

vocational Identity could provide counseling practitioners and
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researchers with vital knowledge usefu:l In both the treatment and
prevention of low vocational Identity.
Method

The focus of the present study was to determine what antecedent
behaviors, environments, attitudes, and events are related to very low
vocatlonal Identity In college freshmen in hopes of uncovering patterns
of behavior or experience which differentiate them from otheir students.
The Low Vocational Identity Antecedents Scale (LVIAS) was developed to
uncover such patterns.

The LVIAS was developed through several phases of research Flirst,
each member of the particlpating research team identifled a fr'end or
acqualntance whom they considered, on the basis of our discussion of the
vocatlonal Identlity Iiterature, someone who was belleved *+o be very low
In vocational Identlity, or to have been very low In vocational Identty
as college students. Those persons were then Interviewed exhaustively
by members of the team, In an attempt to discern thelr perceptions of
precipitating events or situations which might have gliven rise to their
very low vocational Identity. From our discussion of those Interviews,
a structured open ended survey was designed to elicit data from the
population of Interest, college freshmen who scored very low high on the
VIS.

A sample of 112 students participating In an undergraduate career
development course were administered the VIS, and nine scor Ing very low
(0, 1, or 2 out of a possible 18) were glven the open ended survey and a

structured follow up Interview. This procedure Identifled 65 possible
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experiences or situation which, when examined across a broad sample,
were thought could possibly differentiate very low scorers from the rest
of t+he population.

In the Fall semester of 1987, the 65 Item true-false questionnaire
was administered to several groups of college freshmen (n=412), along
with the VIiS. Persons scoring very low (0-2) on the VIS (n=30) ..ure
selected as the criterion group and response percentage dlfferences
between them and the portion of the 400 who scored above the mean
(n=209) were examined for each of the 65 items. In all, 35 |tems met
the cutoff of a 15% difference In endorsement percentage, and those
Items then became the Low Vocational Identity Antccedents Scale (LVIAS).

A final sample of 360 students wore administered the 35-item LVIAS,
the VIS, and other measures. These students were recrulted from an
undergraduate career development course during the Fail of 1987, the
Fall of 1988 and the Spring of 1989. Based on the results of this
samp le, a 15~item LVIAS was developed. These 15 Items were Identifled
as llts history antecedents that significantly discriminated the
students with extremely low vocational Identity from the students with
average (x=10) and above scores on the VIS In this final sample. See
Table 1 for a listing of the 15 Items In the final LVIAS and Table 2 for
a listing of the signif.cant Iife history antecedent patterns evident
for participants with extreme!y low vocational identity.

Using two separate samples, the sum of the 15 Items on the LVIAS
were sudbmitted to a four week and fourteen week test retest reliabllity

check, and were correlated with several measures frequently utilized In
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career development research and practice. The 4 week test-retest
rellabllity coefficlent was 7140 (n=122) for the Fall semester 1988
sample. The 14 week test-retest rellabllity coefflclent was .5954
(n=128) for the Spring semester 1989 sample.

LVIAS scores were cori alated with other descrlptlve career
development varlables to provide a clearer plcture of how these
precursors of low vocatlonal Identity status would be related self-
esteem, vocatlonal identlity, career decldedness, vocational Information
seeking abllity, and career maturity. In the final sample (n=660), each
Item of the LVIAS and the tota! scores on the 15=Item LVIAS (TOTSCORE)
were correlated with the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965),
the VIS, the Career Declslon Scale (Oslpow, et. al, 1976), the
Vocational Information SeekIng Ablllty Scale (VISA; Krleshok, 1982), and
the Career Planning scale from the Career Development Inventory (Super,
Thompson, Linseman, Jordaan, & Myers, 1981), See Table 3 for a llsting
of these rellabllity coefficlents.

The LVIAS was developed to predict students' susceptibility tn
extremely low vocational Identity based on thelr endorsement of the |lfe
history events and experlences found to be sfgnificant for those who
possessed extremely low vocational Identlty !n thls study. A cutoff
score of seven was determined to yleld the best combInatlon of
sensitivity and specificity In differentlating very low scorers from the
rest of the sample. Thus, a person endorsing seven or more of the
fifteen |ife history antecedents would be predicted arrive at col lage

with extremely low vocational identlity.
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Using this cutoff score, the sensitlvity and specificity estimates
of the Instrument were calculated using freshmen students (n=100) from
the final sample. Senslitivity refers to the probabi! ity that extremely
low vocatlional Identity wlll be present when a person scores a seven or
higher on the LVIAS. The sensitivity estimate for the 15-item LVIAS
was «73. Thus, of 100 college freshmen who actually have extremely low
vocational Identlity, 73 of them would be Identifled by our cutofff of
seven. Conversely, with a specificlity of .61, of 100 freshmen who did
not have extremely low vocational ldontity, 61 would score below the
cutoff of seven. Sald another way, the true positive rate Is .73 and
the false positive rate |Is .39.

Additlonal correlaticnal analyses were performed. Particlipants!
total scores on the LVIAS were coded according to the cutoff of seven
used to determine the sensitivity and specificity of the measure.
Persons scoring at or above the cutoff were coded Into one group;
persons scoring below the cutoff were coded Into another group.
Participants' group Identification (GROUP) was correlated with the
career development variables mentioned previcusly. No significant
correlations were evident. See Table 3 for a lIsting of these
rellabllity coefficlents.

Discussion

The maln focus of this study was to uncover |ife history antecedents
of college freshmen possessing extremely low vocational identity. The
Low Vocational Identity Antecedent Scale (LVIAS) s a 15-1tem, true-

false measure developed to assess family, education, and work background
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patterns typical of students with extremely low vocational Identity. In
this study, students with extremely low vocational identity tended to
Identify with the fnllowing life history characteristics or events:
negative experiences with at |east one teacher In high schoo!l (item 1),
self- and parental perceptions of students! lack of maturity (ltems 2
and 4), a tense home atmosphere during the grade school years (|tem 3),
strict and overprotective parents during the grade school years (ltem
9), mothers tended to be homemakers (ltem 5), special attention was
glven to students' grades early on (item 6), students lived In a highly
populated environment during their grade school years (population of
200,000 or more; Items 7 and 8), family's asnnual Income was less than
40,000 dollars (1tem 10), a lack of higher educational attalament among
both parents (item 11), a lower evaluation of one's grade school (Item
12), parental pressure to excel In Junior high school (ltem 14),
students' tendency to enjoy studying (I+am 15), and the experience of a
death In the Immediate family (ltem 13),

Based on the cutoff of seven established for thls measure, students
who identify with at least seven of the fifteen Ilfe history events may
be at risk of extremely low vocational Identity. . a person would be
8 prime target for early career development Interventions.

In reviewing the relliabiilty and validity of the LVIAS, i+ appears
as though this measure Is moderately reiiable over t+ime (at 4 week and
14 week time Intervals). In addition, the LVIAS seems to be a
moderately sensitive measure In Identifying students at risk of

extremely low vocational ldentity. However, more samp | ing Is needed to

i0
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further assass the rellabllity and sensitivity of this Instrument.

The LViAS did not significantly correlate with most of the
descriptive career development variables Incorporated In this study.
Although these results were unexpected, they do not of themselves
Invalidate the measure. It !s possible that the phenomena leading to
extremely low vocational Identity do nat relate In a |inear fashion to
established career constructs. |f indeed the measure proves (in future
research) to predict low vocational identity In persons who go to
college, Its validity will be established

Certainly the complex experience of low vocational Identity could
never be fully predicted by simple hisotrical events. It Is likely a
state reached through a complex Interaction of such events with a
person's cognitive construct system and personality variables, all
beyond the scope of this study. We set out to answer the question "Can
we Identify simple historical experiences common to many persons with an
almost pathological level of vocational Identity?™ Our best answer to
that questio~ Is == not very well. But unti! a longitudinal cross
val idation Is attempted, we will not abandon this !ine of research.

This study was |imited to University of Kansas students who
participated In one of three activities: an Introductory course In
psychology, an Introductory course in career development, or a residence
hal| meeting on career development. These students volunteered their
time to participate In this study. Given the non-random selection and
nature of this sample, results should be Interpreted with cau‘ion.

Overall, the LVIAS Identifled significant |ife history antecedents

11



Vocational Antecedents 11
of students possessing extremely low vocational Identity. The LVIAS
could be utilized to Identify junl  high and high school students who
might be at risk of extremely low vocational identity in thelr college
years. Our Intentlon Is to utilize the LVIAS as a screening for career
Intervention In the school setting.

Research on differential dlagnosis and treatment of students
possessing a low vocational identity is needed In order to develop and
Imp lement effective, preventive career Interventions with this
population. Life history antecedents of low vocational Identity need to
be uncovered In order to better understand the nature of low vocationg!
Identity, to identify individuals with this maladaptive career
development behavior, and to define specific career Interventions that
could be halpful In alleviating symptoms (antecedent and concurrent
Influences) of low vocational identity for the Individual witn this

target behavior.
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Table 1
SIGNIF ICANT LIFE HISTORY ANTECEDENTS OF LOW VOCATIONAL IDENTITY
(15-1TEM LVIAS)

1.« | can remember one teacher In hlgh school who made me feel pratty
badly about myself (True).

2. In high sctool, | thought | was much more mature than my peers
(False).

3. My honie 2tmosphero was pretty tense when | was In grade school
(True).

4. In high school, my parents saw me as considerably more mature than
my peers (False).

5. My famlly encouraged my mom to stay home and take care of uc k lds
(True) .

6. In grade school, my parents pald a great deal of attention to my
grades (True).

7. My grade school was located In a clity with a population over
200.000 (True).

8. My grade school was located In a clity with a population under
30,000 (False).

9. My parents were strict and over-protective when | was In grade
school (True).

10. Last year, my famlly's Income was less than 40,000 (True).
11, Both my parents recelved college degrees (False).

12, My grade school was considered the best grade school in the
communlty (False).

13. | have experlenced a death In my immedlate famlly (True).

14. | remember feelling tremendous pressure from my famlly to excel In
Junlor high (True).

15. In high school, | thought studying was for the blrds (False).

16
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Table 2
LIFE HISTORY ANTECEDENT PATTERNS OF COLLEGE STUDENTS
WITH EXTREMELY LOW VOCATIONAL !DENTITY SCORES
Negative experiences evident with at |east one teacher In high school (1)
Self- and parental perceptions of student's lack of maturity (2, 4)
Tense home atmosphere; strick, overprotective parents (3, 9)
Students' mothers tend to be homemakers (5)
Special attentlon given to students' grades early on (6)
Grade school was located In a city (population 200,000 or more; 7, 8)
Family's annual Income less than 40,000 dollars (10)
Lack of higher educational attainment among both parents (11)
Lower evaluation of one's grade schoo! (12)
Students experlenced a death In the Immediate family (13)
Parental pressure to excel In Junior high schoo!l (14)

Students tended to enjoy studying (15)

17
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Table 3
LOW VOCATIONAL IDENTITY ANTECEDENT SCALE (LVIAS)
CORRELATIONS WiTH CAREER DEVELOPMENT VARIABLES

Self- Career Career
Item Esteem Maturity VISA VIS Laclidedness
(n=360) (n=362) (n=361) (n=660) (n=126)

1 -.19 -.10 -.09 -.13 .01

2 ~e15 -.10 -.14 -.08 -.13
3 -.21 -.05 -.15 -.11 .00

4 -.08 -.09 =-.07 -.09 -12
5 -.07 ,09 -.02 -.03 .14
6 12 .04 .04 .00 -.10
7 .09 .16 .03 .06 01

8 .08 .05 =01 -.04 -.09
9 -.04 .08 -.08 -.05 .03
10 -.11 -.08 =-.11 -.14 .03
1" .10 .00 -.01 .06 .00
12 -.07 -.09 -.09 -.10 -.02
13 -.02 06 06 =.05 .06
14 -.0% .00 .00 -.04 -.04
15 .05 .10 .10 .07 «25
TOTSCORE =12 .01 -.11 -.16 -.01
GROWP -.06 -.01 =11 -.15 -.05
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